Acute rheumatic fever in Indigenous people in North Queensland: some good news at last?
To ascertain whether changing from enhanced to routine surveillance had any deleterious impact on notification rates of acute rheumatic fever (ARF) among Indigenous people in north Queensland; and to determine whether initiatives to raise awareness about ARF among medical practitioners during the routine surveillance period were associated with any changes in the numbers of recurrences of the disease among Indigenous people in the region. Routine surveillance of all cases of ARF, and (to identify unrecognised prior episodes) retrospective checking of the medical records of Indigenous people with notified first cases of ARF from mid 2004 to mid 2009 in north Queensland, which has an estimated resident Indigenous population of about 68 400. Rate of notifications of ARF during the routine surveillance period (mid 2004 to mid 2009) compared with that in the previous 5 years of enhanced surveillance; proportion of recurrent episodes of ARF that occurred from mid 2004 to the end of 2006 compared with the proportion in the following 2.5 years. There were 203 notifications of ARF in 194 Indigenous people in north Queensland from mid 2004 to mid 2009, and this was a 23% increase in the average annual incidence compared with that in the preceding 5 years. Of the 54 recurrences, 34 (63%) occurred between mid 2004 and the end of 2006 and 20 occurred between the beginning of 2007 and mid 2009 (P < 0.01). Of the 148 episodes that were not recurrences, 69 (47%) occurred in the first 2.5 years and 79 in the more recent 2.5 years (P > 0.05). Changing from enhanced to routine surveillance in 2004 did not have a negative impact on notifications of ARF. The initiatives to raise awareness about ARF probably contributed to fewer missed cases and therefore to the considerable increase in the number of notifications, and ultimately to fewer recurrences.